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Bowling Alone – My Notes 
 

Bowling Alone: The Forgotten Virtues of Community 

July 18, 2009 

 

Do you agree with the observation that participation in social connectedness is on the 

decline in our culture?   

“Many students of the new democracies that have emerged over the past decade and a half have 

emphasized the importance of a strong and active civil society to the consolidation of 

democracy.  …..scholars and democratic activist alike have lamented the absence or obliteration 

of traditions of independent civic engagement and a widespread tendency toward passive 

reliance on the state.  ..the advanced Western democracies and above all the United States have 

typically been taken as models to be emulated. There is striking evidence, however, that the 

vibrancy of American civil society had notably declined over the past several decades.”   

Bowling Alone, http://xroads.virginia.edu/-HYPER/DETOC/asoc/bowling.html 

 

What ever happen to civic engagement? 

1. voting and attendance at public mtgs have gone down 

2. modest decline in church related groups (about 1/6) 

3. Membership in labor unions down 

4. PTA membership down from 12 million to 7 million 

More Americans than ever before are in social circumstances that foster associational 

involvement (higher education, middle age, and so on), but nevertheless aggregate associational 

membership appears to be stagnant or declining. 

 

How do we know it is an issue – that there is a decline? 

Number of independent sources 

 Survey of Average Americans – in 1965, “75, & ’85 – time budget studies – the time 

spent on informal socializing and visiting is down by almost ¼ .  Time spent in clubs and 

organizations roughly down by ½.  Membership in groups like PTA, Elks, League of 

Woman Voters – declined by roughly 25 to 50%.  Sharp decline in attendance at rally or 

speech or community or town meetings.   

 General Social Survey (GSS)  - conducted every year for more than 2 decades.   

I believe that the weight of available evidence confirms that Americans today are 

significantly less engaged with their communities than was true a generation ago.  Pg. 2 

 

 

 

What are some ways that we connect with people on a formal and informal basis? 

 

 

What about the following quotes catches your attention? 

“As a rough rule of thumb, if you belong to no groups but decide to join one, you cut your 

risk of dying over the next year in half.  If you smoke and belong to no groups, it’s a toss-

up statistically whether you should stop smoking or start joining.”   Pg. 331. 

 

http://xroads.virginia.edu/-HYPER/DETOC/asoc/bowling.html
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 “The single most common finding from a half century’s research on the correlates of life 

satisfaction, not only in the United States but around the world, is that happiness  is best 

predicted by the breadth and depth of one’s social connections.”   Pg. 332. 

 

 “..what this evidence is saying is that there is something about communities where people 

connect with one another – over and above how rich or poor they are materially, how well 

educated the adults themselves are, what race or religion they are – that positively affects 

the education of children.”  Pg. 301 

 

“Higher level of social capital, all else being equal, translates into lower level of crime.”  Pg. 

308. 

 

“Economists have developed an impressive body of research suggesting that social ties can 

influence who gets a job, a bonus, a promotion, and other employment benefits.” 319 

 

All quotes are taken from:   Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone (New York: Touchstone, 200). 

 

 

Of the following, what do you think has been the greatest cause for the decline in social 

connectedness? 

 Busy-ness and time pressure 

 Economic hard times (or, according to alternative theories, material 

affluence) 

 Residential mobility 

 Suburbanization; 

 The movement of women into paid work force & stress of 2 income families 

 Changes in structure of American economy (chain stores, branch stores) 

 Television, the electronic revolution and other technological changes.  

Mobility and suburbanization:   

 Data from US census bureau – residential mobility has remained remarkably constant 

over the last half century.  American today is slightly more rooted today than a 

generation ago.  Down trends in trusting and joining are virtually identical everywhere – 

in cities, big and small, in suburbs, in small towns and in the countryside. 

 

Pressures of time and money: 

 Americans feel busier.  Do longer work weeks lead to a lessened involvement in civic life 

or reduced social trust?  Results from GSS – show that employed people belong to 

somewhat more groups than those outside the paid labor force.  More striking – among 

workers – longer hours are linked to more civic engagement.  Those who work more do 

feel more rushed but they spend less time eating, sleeping, hobbies, watching TV and 

doing nothing. 

 Financial pressures:  Downtrends in civic engagement cuts across all income levels.  The 

declines in engagement and trust are actually somewhat greater among the more affluent 

segments than the poor and middle-income wage-earners.   

 

The Changing Role of Women: 
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 Is the fact that more women are working a major cause of a lack of social 

connectedness?  All things considered – women belong to somewhat fewer voluntary 

associations than men – but women spend more time on those groups and more time in 

informal social connecting than men.  In aggregate – working women spending more 

time than before and housewives spending less.  Major decline in socializing in informal 

socializing among housewives.  The movement of women into the work force has changed 

the type of organizations.   

 

Marriage and family: 

 Since break down in family – a basis building block of family – is it a basis for lack of 

civic engagement and trust in our community.  Both men and woman, divorced, 

separated, and never married – are significantly less trusting and less engaged civically 

than married people.  Decline in successful marriage – is a significant, though modest 

part of the reason for decline. Changes in family structure cannot be a major part of our 

story – since the overall declines in joining and trusting are substantial even among the 

happily married.  Probably an accessory but not major villain.   

 

The Rise of the Welfare State: 

Big government is crowding private initiative.  Slum clearance – did disrupt existing community 

ties.  Other hand – Head Start, agricultural extension does help.   

 

Race and the Civil Rights Revolution: 

With civil rights – the experience of white flight – folks leave civic associations.  Erosion of 

social capital has affected all races.   

Generational Effects 

Older people belong to more organizations than young people and they are less misanthropic.  

Older people vote more frequently and read the paper more often.   

Older people are consistently more engaged and trusting than younger people, yet we do not 

become more engaged and trusting as we age.  What is going on here? 

 

Stats point to a civic generation – born between 1910-1940 – more civic then their elders.  The 

culminating point of this civic generation is the cohort born in 1924-1930, who attended grade 

school during the Great Depression, spent WW II on high school (or on the battlefield) first 

voted in 1948 or 1952,set up housekeeping in the 1950s and watched their first television  when 

they were in their late twenties.  This cohort (a group or company)  has been exceptionally civic.  

…Each generation that reached adulthood since the 1940’s has been less engaged in community 

affairs than its immediate predecessor.   

Patterns seem to indicate that being raised after WWII was quite different than being raised after 

WWII.  “It was though the postwar generations were exposed to some mysterious x-ray that 

permanently and increasingly rendered them less likely to connect with the community. Whatever 

that force might have been, it—rather than anything that happened in the 1970’s  1980”s –

accounts for most of the civic disengagement that lies at the core of our mystery.”   

 

Post war boom in college enrollments raised levels of civic engagement, offsetting the 

generational trends.   
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Also, not until the 1960’s did a significant numbers of the “post-civic generation” reach 

adulthood, supplanting older more civic cohorts.   

 

In short, the very decades that have seen a national deterioration in social capital are the same 

decades during which the numerical dominance of a trusting and civic generation has been 

replaced by the dominion of “post-civic” cohorts.  

 

Prime Suspect 

Television 

 Timing:  long civic generation was the last cohort of Americans to grow up without 

television, for tv flashed into American society like lightning in the 1950’s.  1950 – 10% 

of homes had tv.  By 1959 – 90% of the homes had tv.  Viewing hours grew by 17-20% 

during the 1960’s and by an additional 7-8% during the 1970’s.  First started with less 

educated but during the 1970’s the viewing time of most educated sectors of population 

began to converge upward.  Watch more tv the older we get but by 1995 viewing  per TV 

household was more than 50% higher than it had been in 1950.   

 Most studies estimate that the average American now watches roughly 4 hours per day 

(excluding periods in which TV is merely playing in the background.)  Even of go with 

conservative of 3 hrs – that is 40% of our free time.  By 1980 – ¾ of the homes had more 

than one TV – allowing for more private viewing.  This massive way change in the way 

Americans spend their nights and days occurred precisely during the years of 

generational civic disengagement.   

 Newspaper reading is associated with high social capital, TV viewing with low social 

capital.   TV viewing is strongly  and negatively related to social trust and group 

membership were same correlations with newspaper reading is positive.   

How might TV destroy social capital? 

 Time displacement:  Only leisure activity that tends to inhibit participation outside the 

home  is tv watching.  TV watching comes at the expense of nearly every social activity 

outside the home, especially social gatherings and informal conversations. TV viewers 

are homebodies..  Television privatizes our leisure time. 

 Effects on the outlook if viewers:  Impressive body of literature suggests that heavy tv 

watchers are usually skeptical about the benevolence of other people.  Television may 

induce passivity.   

 Effects on children:  children watch about 40 hrs a week of tv.   

 Technology and the privatizing our lives:  ipods, my own TV and computer…. 

 

 

Can virtual connections give us what we need?   

 

 

 

Do you consider yourself socially connected?   

 

What does “social capital”mean? 
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The central premise of social capital is that social networks have value.  Social capital refers to 

the collective value of all networks (who people know) and the inclinations that arise from these 

networks to do things for each other.  

 

 


